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SECTION 1: PLAN SUMMARY 
This Open Space and Recreation Plan (OSRP) is an update of Grafton’s previous OSRP completed in 2007. 
This plan has been updated through an extensive review of available data, public participation from Town 
stakeholders, and thorough review and inclusion of current regional issues related to open space 
preservation. Grafton is a community actively engaged in open space and resource protection. To this 
end, the goals included in the OSRP focus on: preserving and enhancing water resources, protecting and 
conserving land resources, preserving Town character, providing well-distributed and varied recreational 
facilities and opportunities throughout the Town, and enhancing use of existing recreation and 
conservation resources in Grafton. This plan seeks to assess the current status of open space in Town by 
inventorying existing land uses as they relate to open space and recreation opportunities.   

The 2020 Grafton Open Space and 
Recreation plan centers around 
preserving, enhancing, and creating new 
methods to sustain the ecological 
integrity of the Town while 
simultaneously meeting an increased 
demand for active recreation facilities. 
The residents of the Town of Grafton 
consider open space, recreation, and the 
preservation of the natural features of the 
Town to be of the utmost importance.  
Grafton’s rolling hills and green space 
contribute to the Town’s aesthetic 
beauty, and have helped inform the 
Town’s development patterns. Major 
features of Grafton’s landscape are the 
two north-to-south waterways composed 
of streams and rivers connecting natural and manmade ponds, which in turn established the mill areas of 
Town.  

Open space provides numerous social benefits and ecosystem services, both of which contribute to 
increased quality of life at a local and regional scale. Open spaces provide peaceful areas, pleasant vistas, 
sites for wildlife and flora, active and passive recreational opportunities, safety from flooding and 
groundwater contamination, and they contribute to clean air. Municipal action is required to protect 
these features and benefits, which are threatened by development activity. Grafton citizens and interest 
groups have already begun to work together to proactively and innovatively preserve open space. 
However, the work needs to continue as development pressures mount. Grafton has been under constant 
developmental pressure through the 1990’s and 2000’s and has been proactive and innovative in 
preserving open space.  The development pressure continues to this day and Grafton must continue to be 
proactive and innovative to preserve open space. This plan will help the Town as it continues to face this 
issue. The visibility of new growth contributes to the sense of suburbanization without regard to vistas, 
coordination or neighborhood character. Without continued and intensive action by the Town to remove 

Figure 1 Town of Grafton 
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fragile land from potential development, Grafton will likely lose much of its scenic and environmental 
resources. Along with the need to continue to actively seek out and preserve land, the Town has identified 
that it currently lacks sufficient field space and other necessary active recreation facilities.  In addition to 
identifying land for conservation purposes, the Town should seek new locations to meet growing 
recreation needs.  

Grafton is situated along the Massachusetts Turnpike, and in the line of westward development from 
Interstate 495, southerly development from Worcester. Development activity is rapidly depleting open 
space and limiting natural resources. The loss of open land to development can lead to increases in surface 
water runoff and negative impacts on groundwater resources. Continued development can be expected 
to contribute to landscape fragmentation as well, which will limit available habitat and has the potential 
to reduce critical wildlife corridors.  

To this end, this OSRP emphasizes open space connections, open space corridors, and a combination of a 
full range of indoor and outdoor recreation opportunities. The Town of Grafton used two methods to 
develop the goals and objectives of this Open Space and Recreation Plan. The first method was to conduct 
a citizen survey of Grafton residents in an effort to discern their preferences regarding conservation and 
recreation. Conducted in two phases between July and August, and September and October 2017, survey 
data was collected electronically using the Survey Monkey platform. The response rate included 686 
respondents or about 3% of Town residents.  Following this survey, a public workshop was held in October 
of 2017. At this workshop the proposed OSRP goals and objectives from the Town’s previous OSRP were 
reviewed with members of the public to see if they were still valid or warranted modification. Town 
planners made use of the public’s input from the survey and forum to develop the following open space 
and recreation goals for Grafton: 

● Preserve and Enhance Grafton's Water Resources, 
● Protect and Conserve Grafton's Land Resources, 
● Preserve Grafton's Town Character, 
● Enhance Grafton’s Existing Recreation and Conservation Resources, 
● Expand Grafton’s Recreation and Conservation Resources, and 
● Connect Grafton’s Recreation and Conservation Resources. 

 

As stated above, Grafton previously addressed open space and recreation issues with a comprehensive 
OSRP in 2007. The 2007 Plan is still valid in many respects; however, there have been changes in Town 
and there is an even greater sense of urgency towards preserving Grafton’s natural resources.  The 
changes and additions to the 2007 Plan primarily relate to updated data, identification of new methods 
for prioritizing and connecting parcels, and programs and regulations to protect the character of the 
Town.  

DEFINITIONS 
The term “open space” in this document refers to either public or privately-owned land that is 
undeveloped.  It is land in a predominantly natural state or altered for natural resource-based uses (i.e., 
farming, orchards, forestry, hunting and fishing, walking-type parks and trails). Examples of privately-
owned open space might include farms, forest lands, and passive recreation areas.  
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The term “recreational open space” or “recreation” refers to land used for active recreational purposes.  
Land used for active recreation does not qualify technically as open space because these parcels often 
have portions covered with paved surfaces such as that for tennis courts, basketball courts and parking 
lots. In addition, athletic fields require regular fertilizer applications and are usually installed with fencing 
and outbuildings. Since this plan deals with both open space and recreation, we have presented an 
approach to obtain the benefits of developing new and maintaining existing recreational facilities, without 
losing scarce valued environmental assets. In addition, grants and partnerships between federal state and 
local agencies are often based on recommendations the applicant community makes in its OSRP. Hence, 
we recognize and embrace opportunities for healthy outdoor activities, be it hiking along forest trails or a 
competing on a soccer or football field.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



GRAFTON OPEN SPACE AND RECREATION PLAN 2020 – Page 4 
 

SECTION 2: INTRODUCTION 

2A. STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

The Town of Grafton developed this plan to coordinate efforts between town departments, private 
organizations, landowners, and citizens as efforts relate to acquisition, protection and management of 
open space and recreation resources particularly in light of continued residential and commercial 
development pressures. In order to secure and protect valuable parcels of open space, it is essential to 
bring forth today’s issues and concerns regarding development, land exchanges, and open space and 
recreation needs.  The Grafton 2020 Open Space and Recreation Plan builds on past and recent planning 
initiatives to provide a framework for priority needs and actions. This 2020 update of the Grafton Open 
Space and Recreation Plan is part of a Town-wide effort to manage growth and protect the natural and 
built resources that Grafton has to offer. The Town has worked aggressively to protect its open space, and 
will greatly benefit from an updated plan to refer to for direction and coordination.  

The past ten years have contributed to continued growth and land development. Through its goals and 
objectives, as well as the larger narrative, the 2007 Plan identified many tracts of land to be protected, 
most of which remain important today. In addition, the Plan developed a five-year action plan in 
accordance with its goals and objectives. While efforts have been made to achieve the goals in the 2007 
Plan, much of the action plan has not been realized. The 2020 update includes a current action plan that 
builds on the 2007 Plan and has been adjusted to reflect changes in and around Grafton that have 
occurred over the past ten years. The primary purpose of this plan is to realize the Town’s vision where 
open space preservation is integral to the Town’s character, where pastoral landscapes are valued and 
where natural and historical resources are protected and retained. 

2B. PLANNING PROCESS AND PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 

Planning Process 
In an attempt to accurately determine citizen preferences regarding open space and recreation, the Town 
of Grafton distributed a town-wide citizen survey, held public workshops, and a series of public meetings.  
The Town formed an Open Space and Recreation planning committee (hereafter the Committee) 
comprising of representatives from the Select Board, Recreation Department, Conservation Commission, 
Grafton Land Trust and Planning Board, along with two at-large position. The Committee met monthly at 
public meetings in the Grafton Municipal Center throughout the planning process.    

The Town contracted with the Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC) to work 
alongside the Committee to develop this document. CMRPC provided research and assistance with public 
outreach. Ron Barron, Associate Planner from CMRPC served as the principal consultant with Joe Laydon, 
Maria Mast, Rachel Benson, and Jen Andersen serving as staff for the Town. Town residents played an 
integral role in this planning process as well via survey responses and public forum attendance.  

This OSRP builds an understanding of Grafton’s current place in the region, its history and sense of self, 
its demographics, and its growth and development patterns. A thorough review of the geology, landscape, 
water resources, vegetation, wildlife and fisheries, unique and scenic resources, as well as, environmental 
challenges was necessary to develop a clear picture of the area’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities 
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SECTION 3: COMMUNITY SETTING 

3A. REGIONAL CONTEXT 

Grafton is a semi-rural community located in central Massachusetts southeast of the City of Worcester. 
Located in the Blackstone River Watershed, the Town abuts Worcester, Millbury, Sutton, Northbridge, 
Shrewsbury, and Upton. Map 1, Regional Context Map, provides a visual depiction of Grafton’s place in 
the region. Like many New England communities, Grafton's history and land development have been 
heavily influenced by its location and proximity to major waterways. The Quinsigamond River flows south 
through Town and meets the Blackstone River within Town boundaries. Native Nipmuc Indians considered 
it a place of great Manitou, or spiritual power, because of its many waterways, along which they 
developed overland trails that later became regional transportation routes. 

Central Massachusetts hills, which are often too steep for easy development, are, in many cases, mantled 
with soils that make prime pasturelands. The rich loams found in the river valley are well suited for crops. 
Even before the Blackstone's waterpower was harnessed for industry, success with farming and animal 
husbandry fostered a rural economy in Grafton, which remained significant in the region as late as 1940. 
The Town was long known for its dairy production and was famous for its fruit orchards. Although Grafton 
and Worcester County have lost farmland to urbanization over the last four decades, the Town still retains 
much of its rural character. 

The Blackstone River 

The 438-foot drop in run of the Blackstone 
River produced the power that launched 
the Industrial Revolution in America. As in 
other towns and cities within the 
Blackstone River Valley, the industrial 
enterprises growing up along the river and 
its tributaries influenced Grafton's land use 
and settlement patterns until well into the 
twentieth century. 

The Blackstone Canal and, shortly after, the 
railways linked Grafton to Worcester, 
Providence, and Boston, providing access 
to much larger markets and allowing the 
Town to flourish as an independent 
commercial center, a status it held until the 
post‑war period. 

After the war, Grafton's proximity to Worcester influenced North Grafton's development as a suburban 
location for Worcester's metal industry, bringing a concomitant burst of residential growth, typified by 
one‑half acre lot subdivisions, in that section of Town. The industrial expansion bolstered the Town's 
economy at a time when its basis in the textile industry was becoming obsolete, allowing Grafton to thrive 
in a way not typical of more southerly towns in the Blackstone Valley. 

Figure 3 Dams in Grafton 


